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The Selimiye Mosque at Edirne
The dome, as a universally known means 
of roofing large spaces, forms the predomi­
nant element in a number of different histo­
rical styles, and one can always discern two 
distinct expressive tendencies in its use : the 
one underlining its structural properties and 
the other its symbolic character.
The place, dimensions rand form of the 
domes in the general composition of an edifice 
will illustrate one of these two tendencies. The 
fact that the evaluation of an architectural 
style in which the dome plays a predominant 
role supposes this elementary distinction will 
allow us to specify the distinctive place 
occupied by the Ottomans in the history of 
architecture.
The Selimiye Mosque at Edirne, an 
example of the most elegant of the domed 
edifices in which the structural significance 
predominates, is a perfect illustration of the 
character and genius of classical Ottoman 
architecture. We may go as far as to say that
after the experiment represented by Saint 
Sophia in Istanbul, until the development of 
the Ottoman style no new conception in the 
elaboration of a hemispheric dome of struc­
tural significance appeared that might form 
the basic element in both the interior and 
exterior configuration.
Single - domed buildings
In the tradition of the domed edifice, after 
the first experiments in which the correspon­
dence between the supporting walls and the 
simple dome had been satisfactorily solved, 
the second stage was marked by the addition 
of an ambulatory or peripheral corridor. 
Important examples of this type of construc­
tion have been known since Late Antiquity. 
In none of the first domed buildings, however 
was this secondary peripheral space the result 
of any structural exigencies, though at first 
the might well have been created by such a 
necyessity. On the whole, the presence of the
simplest and most organic of relations, in this 
respect Selimive is both the epitome and the 
peak of the whole architectural style in which 
the structural effect is predominant.
The unity of space the world 'space' 
referring to the total physical effect of a clo­
sed space - is the basic theme of the whole 
architectural conception of the interior of 
Selimive. The handling of the dimensions of 
the structural elements, which also displayed 
the technical mastery achieved, was one of 
the basic means employed by the architects. 
From the point of view of proportion, the 
desire to obtain maximum effect from the 
central space forced the architect to gather 
the whole of the spatial portion of secondary 
importance under the dome and at the same 
time to reduce the size of the pillars.
The Octagonal Baldaquin
In the buildings constructed prior to the 
tomb of Süleyman the Magnificent and the
Mosque of Rustem Pasha, Sinan had had the 
opportunity of experimenting with the propor­
tions of an octagonal baldaquin. Baldaquins 
on a squre and even hexagonal plan had 
already been commonly applied by Sinan and 
his disciples. The octagonal schema, by a new 
distribution of the weight on the supports, 
permits a reduction in the size of the principal 
pillars and in the various transition elements 
such as pendentives and squinches. This type 
of baldaquin is obviously much more suitable 
for the creation of a unified space in which 
the dome and the supports fuse into a harmo­
nious whole. It is only with the octagonal 
baldaquin that the central dome can form the 
dominant element without being counterbalan­
ced by the huge dimensions of the other struc­
tural Elements.
Unity of space dominated by a central 
dome can also be achieved in certain buildings 
with central plan such as the mosques of 
Shehzade and Sultanahmet in Istanbul. Ne­
vertheless, the dome remains only one of the 
elements in the roofing system, though the
ambulatory was more functional than struc­
tural.
A central domed space surrounded by an 
ambulatory is incompatible with the spirit of 
the Islamic place of worship, and the Ottoman 
builders never accentuated the value of this 
peripheral space. On the other hand, the 
structural necessity of powerful buttress 
supports for the more important buildings 
made possible the existence of lateral galle­
ries, thus combining the functional require­
ments of a place of traditional worship and 
the structural requirements of the large dome, 
a new conception of which Selimiye is the 
most monumental example.
In the course of the centuries the Ottoman 
builders succeeded in elaborating a system of 
buttress supports which avoided giving rise 
to an awkward space around the central area. 
The supports are no longer isolated structural 
elements but have become instead intrinsic 
elements of anover-all formal system. From 
now on form and structure combine in the
most important, and cannot therefore produce 
the same visual expanse as does that of Seli­
miye. In the roofing systems used from St 
Sophia to Suleymaniye neither the realisation 
of the dominant central dome nor the integra­
tion of the various elements viewed either 
from without or within can equal the achieve­
ment of Selimiye. Huge arches, half-domes, 
elements such as the corner towers in Suley­
maniye or the external buttresses in St Sophia, 
together with the enormous pillars, are all 
elements of a visual weight comparable with 
that of the dome itself. Selimiye, however, 
lends the single dome a position of unique 
dominance throughout the whole space. It 
combines the primitive strength of the Pant­
heon with the mastery and technical elegance 
of the 16th century. The central baldaquin of 
Selimiye, with its subtle proportions, com- 
biens with the pierced facades and the system 
of flying-arches to produce this impression of 
unity. The perfect axial symmetry imposed by 
the geometrical form of the dome is reduced 
to the ultimate precision of form.
The Exterior Aspect
The affirmation of a central space domi­
nated by a single dome ha's always been a 
recurrent theme in Ottoman architecture. 
Whether viewed from within or from without, 
Selimiye represents the ultimate achievement 
in plastic form that can be realised by a 
square space surmounted by a single dome. 
The mihrab walls in most of the mosques 
prior to Selimiye do little more than re-affirm 
in a rather insignificant way that it forms the 
back of the building. In Selimiye this obvi­
ousness is avoided by placing galleries between 
the suports. This also removes the necessity 
for-false vitrails demanded in other cases by 
the requirements of symmetry. The continuity 
of the cornices and mouldings are much more 
successful and carried out with greater care. 
Even before the 18th century Selimiye already 
testifies to a more conscious execution of the 
contours, which is a fact of great significance 
for its comprehension. This conception, deli­
berately incorporating structural unity and 
formal unity, was achieved by Sinan and his
l
school in the Turkey, of the 16th century.
Seen from the exterior, Selimiye has gre­
ater impact on the spirit and sensibility of the 
observer. At the end of his glorious career 
Sinan created an impressive interior space 
which correspomds directly with the exterior, 
but it is in the exterior configuration of Seli­
miye that his genius achieved its most sublime 
expression.
The originality of conception in the design 
of Turkish mosques rests in the character 
and proportions assigned to the transition 
zone between the dome and the square hall of 
worship. From this point of view, the design 
of the mosque of Rustem Pasha in Istanbul 
may well have served as a prototype for Seli­
miye. The rather high cotagonal section under 
the dome, which rises impreceptibly out of the 
square plan and is here probably used for the 
first time, is in marked contrast to the rigidity 
of proportion to be seem in previous domes. 
The dome is liberated from its square base in 
the smost striking fashion.

On the elevation, the enclosing walls of 
the lower square are defined by the level of 
the galleries and the great arches filled with 
windows. The partitions at the level just above 
prepare the transition to the dome, which is 
emphasised by the smooth architectonic mov­
ement of the flying buttresses. This gradual 
ascension towards the dome is articulated 
with the horizontal movement of the polygonal 
towers surrounding the dome, resulting in a 
very powerful plasticity. Although this hori­
zontal movement had always been emphasised 
in the great Ottoman mosques, Sinan, by the 
rising movement of the total mass and the 
care given to the use of vertical elements, 
succeeds in neutralising the effect of the hori­
zontal levelling without actually denying its 
architectonic character.
In the treatment of the facades two ele­
ments were lent particular emphasis by Sinan: 
the windows and the galleries. Real mastery 
is achieved in the composition of the walls, 
pierced bv windows of varying dimensions. 
Lateral galleries had already been introduced 
in the mosque of Shehzade, but it was only in 
Selimiye that they became an integral part of 
the lower registers of the lateral facades, thus 
achieving a composition that might be said to 
have the character of a palace.
The complete plasticity is a mark of the 
genius of Sinan. This quality can already be 
observed in the mosque of Mihrimah in Istan­
bul and that of Sokullu in Luleburgaz. The 
designs used prior to Sinan are closely related 
to the pure, geometrical forms of the Early 
Renaissance. Sinan is much closer to the 
Michael-Angelo of St Peter’s.
Selimiye : A Symbol
The symbolism of Selimiye is revealed on 
several different levels. Its architectural con­
ception symbolises the rationalism attained in 
the non-western culture of the Near East. It 
remains oriental in spite of the masterly hand
ling of its structure because of its ultimate 
debt- to the primitive schema of the Sassanid 
dome on squinches. It is also a symbol of the 
spiritual relationship between the Ottoman 
style and the previous Persian-Turkish styles. 
Some aspects of Selimiye recall the Mauso­
leum of Oldjaitu (1314 A.D.) at Sultaniye in 
Azerbayjan.
On the other hand, the symmetrical 
design strongly emphasised by the four mina 
rets and the soaring rise of the central dome 
is not far removed from the composition of a 
Leonardo, and testifies to the classical spirit 
of the Mediterranean. Thus Selimiye may be 
regarded as the symbol of a layer of the Otto­
man culture of the 16th century which had 
unconsciously participated in the development 
of western culture. Finally, like all the other 
great mosques, Selimiye is the affirmation of 
the power of the Ottoman Empire, its reli­
gious foundation and its sovereignty over vast 
territories of Europe.
Thus, without falling into a commonplace, 
may we say that Selimiye remains the most 
revealing material expression of the Turkish 
culture of the 16th century.
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